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INTRODUCTION 


Jane Perrin’s poems involve suburban landscapes, water; various paintings, sculpture, 
photographs; plants, childhood memories, the seasons of the year; benches, telephones, 
beauty parlors; and much more. What to make of this. 

The first poem in the book, “Museum Morning”, makes use of a lot of this material ina 
particularly appealing way. The poem juxtaposes the mundane concerns of a suburban 
housewife with her interest in art. The narrator’s thoughts move from her response to the 
photographs on exhibit at the museum to her responsibilities for the day. The details of 
everyday life contest with the mysteries of art for her attention. When she leaves the 
museum to pursue her housewife’s tasks, she continues to respond to the photographs. 
The poem comments on the appeals and dangers of both art and everyday life. For me, the 
narrative voice is what makes this poem an excellent one, because it equalizes the interests 
in art (“that wild horse in my head”) and mundane tasks (the “so many things to tend to”). 
Both are equally interesting to the narrator, both impinge equally on her life. The relation 
of art and life is a concern throughout the book. 

The poems also depict vividly the shape of the narrator’s world: the externals of the 
suburban world and the progress of the seasons. “Year of the Four Lane”, “New Suburb”, 
and “Noon Odyssey in Carolina” establish the often conflicting forces of nature and social 
convention early in the book. “Black Limbs and Green Birth” asserts the essential 
importance of the seasons in the poet’s world. In many of these poems a social convention 
is opposed to an individual impulse. Many of these are concerned with suburban life and 
combine this concern with others. “New Suburb”, performs a kind of dialectic in its three 
sections. In the first we are introduced to an apparently sterile suburban world, in which 
residents face the usual: 

dentist 

committee 

tennis 
Because the words are listed this way, it is possible to hear their relationships in their 
syllables, and what they stand for becomes more substantial, more real. The second 
section of the poem proposes an antithesis, an urban nightmare in which the narrator is 
trapped underground, far from anything recognizable as “home” and “bed”. In the poem’s 
last section, a sort of reconciliation occurs. It is morning, and the narrator is in her 
suburban kitchen, surrounded by neighbors, animals, fruit. A dimension of suburban life 
is made in which the narrator can live. This does not always seem possible in some of the 
poems: “Tea”, “Knives and Floats”, “We Die With Full Closets”, “Glad Rags and Parties”, 
among others. 


At this point it is possible to see that these poems are telling us a story; “The Adventures 
of a Suburban Housewife” it might be called. The poems are filled with the paraphernalia 
of suburban life and its various stresses. We follow this housewife on her daily rounds, as 
she tries to deal with psychic stress, and as she deals with memories of childhood. “New 
Suburb” begins with a negative view of suburban life, but ends focusing on the housewife 
prevailing. “While Painting a Chippendale Bench” is another good example of this kind of 
story. The suburban setting is vividly sketched in, and the “swamp rabbit”, the focus of the 
poem—a stranger in suburbia—comes to stand for something undeveloped in the narra- 
tor. At other times suburbia provides a hiding place from pain, as in “Foxhole”. What 
makes these poems exciting is that suburbia is not denounced but described, an interesting 
place which affords possibilities for fighting the human battles. I like “The Day Princess 
Grace Died” the best of these poems because it describes a little triumph for the narrator 
which underlines the value of her middle class life. In this poem the death of Princess 
Grace causes the narrator to question the value of the way she has lived her own life. That 
night she attends the ballet and finds answers to her questions in the movements of the 
dancers. She is able to focus on the stage and on the art before her. The lightness of the 
ballet is contrasted with the heaviness of her questions. Art here provides a focus for 
meaning, whether she is participating or observing. 

The story of the suburban housewife remains unresolved, though Perrin does give it a 
mythic dimension by titling the book as she does. The poem from which the title comes has 
a prominent place in the book; it is the next-to-last one. The myth of Persephone in 
ancient Greece accounts for the progression of the seasons, Persephone spending six 
months of the year in the underworld and returning in spring to the upper world bringing 
fertility and growth with her. The narrator sees herself as Persephone in her front yard 

stepping out of 

winter dark water to 

toe life. 
The meaning for Perrin of this movement may be clarified by looking at the last poem in 
the book, “An Eva Hesse”, which reintroduces art into the equation. This poem is a kind 
of negative (photography is a persistent concern in these poems) of the book’s first poem, 
“Museum Morning”. It seems to me to affirm not just the creative half of Persephone’s 
life, but the whole of it—winter as well as summer. This suburban housewife, we 
remember, has spent time in her own “underworld”, and has emerged stronger for it. The 
poem compares the stalks of an old geranium plant after a winter in the cellar to an Eva 
Hesse sculpture and toa woman taking a first sun bath at the beach after a winter indoors. 
Winter is not just survivable but has its own beauties. The poem registers a sense of loss 
(“My Eva Hesse is gone,/stolen”) at the geranium’s rebirth which suggests that this 
Persephone finds different kinds of happinesses all year round. Art functions as a kind of 
creativity foreign but complementary to nature’s. 
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Ifind Persephone ina Front Yard an exciting book. If Jane Perrin is as good a poet as | 
suspect, other readers will find in her poems other images and meanings than those I 


suggest above. The poetry is richer and more various than any single introducer can say. 
Read it! 


Leverett T: Smith, Jr. 
North Carolina Wesleyan College 
Rocky Mount, N.C. 


MUSEUM MORNING 


Ars longa; vita brevis: 


Don’t tempt me A. B.! with your porches 
about to fall in on themselves and the 
people rocking to them just looking 
looking like I know them 


now how can I ride around gaping up at trees 
holding winter on bare limbs or down 

at legs stalking a sidewalk or listen to 

gravel and brick and blue cement talking in a corner 


then scat up a mountain to snap 

dawn sitting on a few hairs of a colt’s head 

stop at grey oaks bent apart to white stallions and 
flip to face a blond woman in a high wooden window 


no A. B. I’ve tamed that wild horse my head 
playing like it wants 

there are so many things.to tend to 

running a house and everything » 


what time is it anyway | 
damn the bank is closed and I 
get my hair done at one then 
run by the cleaners and 


stop at Belk’s for a new shade and 
moth balls so I can do the closets 
may I get by please 

I have.to leave 


Lord look at that face | 
poking out of the fence 


1. A.B. Jackson, artist, photographer. 


NEW SUBURB 


Opulent Georgian boxes command 
with tailored precision 
squares of clipped green 
small pin oaks in pointed rows 
Then all stand in the noon sun 
denuded by glare 
spindle roots exposed in clay 


colors without shade age 
We residents drive by in measured time to 
dentist 
committee 
tennis : 


caught in our own squares 


IT 
Dream: 
Alone in night labyrinth of large city 
I on a subway wrong subway 


lurches through black 
I look for lights signs—lost 
ask unspoken directions 
another subway to where: 
shadowed giant buildings leaning buildings 
searching musty-apartments with faded rugs 
where is home 
where is bed 


Ill 


Morning comes to king-size 
yellow kitchen with maidenhair 

and piggyback in window 
apple pear trees in backyard 
a squirrel races apple in mouth 
I pick two tomatoes 

sagging from the vine 
and take to Mary next door 
we chat 

color and flavor 

running into her hand 
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YEAR OF THE FOUR LANE 


Steel saws chew through giant oaks 
holding shade over a lane 
and leave raw stumps 
bleeding into their fallen leaves 
bleeding into dirt tunnels 
left by greedy caterpillars 
gorging chunks of lawns and churches 
motors claw out tree stubs 
cut roots clutching deep earth 
then reach roots of geranium kitchens 
to get to beauty salons 
and record shops 


Asphalt sprawls over the whispering roots 
shovels jam runt trees | 
between lips of cement and 
grass with bald eyes 
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WHILE PAINTING A CHIPPENDALE BENCH 


You sit here 

like you belong, swamp rabbit. 
We’ve caught you in car lights 
under an apple tree in the backyard 
or on the front walk- 

always sitting alone, 

sitting alone wild. 

Now on the patio 

you bring it home. 


I’m scared of the likes of you, rabbit. 
You with eyes soft and looking. 
Look, I can’t take on one more soul. 


What you live on 

I don’t want to know. 

How you find water 

in the drought of this suburb. 

(The cup filled under the pines 

was no commitment, hare.) 

How you find tender. leaves 

among snapping dogs, chain link fences, 
Mercedes treads. 


Mad hare, 


maybe I should cage you, 
find the undeveloped swamp. 
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NOON ODYSSEY IN CAROLINA 


It’s a hell of a thing 

in the middle of the day, 

the sun coming straight down, 
holding everything in an awful stare, 


leaving a holly no secrets, 

an old house washed of color, 
bleached of its feelings - nothing is sacred. 
Nothing wears gloves, whispers, 
nothing tiptoes. 

A mockingbird with nowhere to hide, 
hides his song. 


We lie, 

stand on our shadows. 

Blue eyes are harsh hollows. 
Stripped of myth, 

we’re stripped to strangers, 

speak words without shades: 
Where are the car keys? 

A ham on rye and a Fresca to go. 
That’s two sixty-eight with tax. 


We tough it out 

in the blinding now 
until at two, 

the sun, 

knowing it has 

put up its worst fight, 
slants. 
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VIOLETS AND PORCHES 


Blonde ponytails whirling you around - 

blue checked sundress 

cornflower eyes - 

you ran up the steps 

holding a three year old’s fistful 

of wild violets and dandelions and summer sweat 
to give Aunt Emily 

saying goodbye at the door 

She hugged you 

and pinned them in her hair 


I watched you grow 

looked the other way 

when you were knocked off strange porches 
into blooming quinces that cut 

You learned to hide violets 

wear a cool face 

use one finger to ring a polite bell 


Today running up the steps 

of your blue-eyed summer 

you give me your dissertation to read - 
the wild words of your yard 

are not weeds | 


LIEDER 


for K.L.P. 


In its winter-eyed hut 

cold fingers 

held us to January’s low hum 

of flu, dark rain, 

until you came 

singing windflowers and jewel weed 
and live-for-ever. 
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CHARLESTON’S MAGNOLIA GARDENS, EASTER 


The sound of crowds swept out 

one half hour before closing, 

the gardens lit with weeps of light rain, 
dark water holds grown cypress, 
mirrors of 

oaks flicked with new green and 

cloud upon cloud of azaleas- 

cerise, violet, scarlet. 


On bridge arched white 

over dark lagoon 

we hold three complimentary amprellas 
close as prayer, 

while rain 

falls 

soft 

on the black time. 
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JOHN MONTAGUE WARDLAW III TURNS SIXTY 


He wakes to a mondayed morning that 
holds questions in both hands, 
its voice a shaggy wind. 
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WEATHERMAN 


The evening radar 
didn’t pick it up 
this sudden storm 


this night to watch for 
old bridges giving way 
no flares to warn 


a night of high winds 
hurling hail 
hard as words 


Driven to centers 
at midnight 
we find the eye 
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NO LINGUIST I DIDN’T READ YOU 


Your language 
is dead leaves 
snapping 


as we stumble through 
a stone age day 
to lovers’ dust until 


you stop point to the forest floor 
and shout me alive to 
the silent colors of 


red trillium and fire pinks 


in the dried leaves 
of your native April tongue 
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SEA WORDS 


There’s a message from you in a bottle somewhere 
bobbing on our weekday waters 
a thick green bottle 

that holds your bold print 
Hope it washes on shore 
crashes in my head 

My answer won’t go in a bottle 
that might miss its mark 

Pll dive to you 

swim through waves with you 
sink to our deep green cave 
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ART NOUVEAU 


1. White curling from black roil, 
low tide leaves its motion in the sand - 
wet frescoes 
of coiled vine, winding flame. 


2. Gulls stand on one leg: 
not moving 
not thinking of movement in nature 
of Klimt 
the 1890's 
Art Nouveau 
not even Freud. 
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MONDAY DUST 


I can see my face in it 
our antique desk 
glossed for years 


the inside untouched 
stuffed with old maps and photos 
while we in a closed drawer- with no map 


no recent snap- crawl across stacks 


of stiff new invitations 
legs spinning on yellowed clutter 
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OPEN HOUSE 


Stand up straight. 
You're spilling 
yourself 

into eyes 

that don’t fill. 


Tighten your taffeta stole 


and just serve the cold duck. 
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TEA 


from a pot I found in the Village 
years ago - 


I try to pour into your porcelain cup 
but the strainer clogs 

to one drip at a time 

of polite conversation. 

And if I take away the strainer 

the roil of my mixed blend 

spills over 

on your neat pink shirtwaist, 

leaves me a permanent stain. 
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WHITE TIE POEMS 


DID YOU SPEAK TO THE BRIDE 


The silvered minutes 

of the reception 

shut French doors 

on a day walking heavy with January, 
its dark rain. 


LETS GET SOME PUNCH 


I leave our ballroom chat, 

back down the narrowing corridor 
of your dark question, 

shutting private doors, 

winter mice running the walls. 
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KNIVES AND FLOATS 


With my knife 
I trace the lines of a shudder 
on the white damask 


while they talk 
in loud deals and dollars 
talk loud holes in me 


I sink out of sight 
thrashing 
for words that float 


Surfacing 
with a painted styrofoam face 
_ Islash a wide smile 


cut round eyes 


and bob 
through apricot cordials 
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WE DIE WITH FULL CLOSETS 


I reach for something to say 

and closet a red chiffon idea 
too extreme for the occasion 
its plunge too deep 

and settle for the blue suit answer 
that’s not my cut 
but slips on fast 

and fade 
blending into conversation tweeds 
that scratch 
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COLD TURKEY 


A fantasy addict 
I play my role 
on the warmlit stage 


play past colored footlights 

to an empty house 

my hollows play back to me 

I leave the stage 

stumble over shadow and rope 
a hanging light glaring 

the green door 


I open the door 

the street is standing there 
I shake its hand 

shake icicle fingers 

feel frozen applause 


RIVER LOT 


We’re foolish not to sell 
at a good price. How many bluffs 
like this with sunset on three sides. 


We never could bring ourselves to 
put an A-frame - 
here in these hardwoods: 


where hungry words find home, 
where lying now close as 
a chipmunk to 


this tiny holly, lichen, 
an oak, language gone, 
the poem begins. 


GLAD RAGS AND PARTIES 


(or Hestia, Goddess of the Hearth) 


Burned out to pale as ashes I 
catch fire buying glad rags and 
going to a party 


I blaze a red poppy in my hair 
lap a green sash with 

long fringe at my waist 

scatter shrill 

at faces under a crystal chandelier 
A tango trumpet 

torches me © 


Alone with the furnace hum 


I reach for your voice 
and turn from the furnace answer 
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ANN MILFORD’S MIDNIGHT 


I toss and turn 

in the wrinkled night 

the setting day burns 
anxious auras 

even around the good times 


I head for sleep 

steer into dream dark rivers 
slide past Decembered trees 
black wind billowing cold webs 
on bare limbs 


Shifting for a safe channel 


to sail a calm 
I cling to pillows that float 
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NIGHT TIDE 


‘Black waves 
dash me on rock. 


I part 
night seaweed in my eyes, 


and darkness is a jingle shell. 


I break it to light. 
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RIBBONS 


When dawn birds cut the dark 
I wake climbing the side of a dream. 
Then, the dream jagged, I dress, 


leave the house for a walk 
to the corner, where a street light burns 
stale yellow against paled sky. 


With morning streaming green ribbons, 


I stamp out limp midnight 
with each stride. 
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PATCH PATH 


Shadows are in 
my patchwork years 


I bounce light in elm trees shade 
catch a wind on a Kansas plain 
open a deaf child’s door 
for waiting words 
ride a light beam in purple velvet 
on a Twelfth Night stage 
filigree shadows from a high lace collar 
falling on Olivia’s lines 
plant a pillar in Presbyterian sun 
and weave a cord 
meant to be broken 
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BLOOD LINE 


I dial long distance 

my life blood hums 
through the curled cord 
person to person 

through planted arteries 

a machine pumps it 

to gush around your voice 


line dead 
cut off at 
Happy Birthday 
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JUNE STORM 


We drive up 
looking for lights 


the candle 
tells us your power is out 


We go in poking flashlights and 
hand you one to waver before you 


You set it down it makes 
a vacant white stare of tunnel vision 


We wait out the dark 
hovering while 


| your candle burns down 
You let it go | 


shoulders sagging 
like warm wax 


4] 


FOXHOLE 


Your pain came in the morning mail 
running on my arms 
on my pink silk blouse 


Pll not wear your pain 

not walk with your pain 

Pll side-step 

give that shadow the slip - 

Here fold it into the newspaper 
with the other screams of the day 
And make it to the beauty shop 


to wait wrapped in peach walls 

stare at paper glads 

chat with Alfie about 

it’s time for a glamour - 

The shampoo sloshes the dark to the drain 
bubbles my head empty 

for a ladies home magazine 


Under the dryer now 
safe with souffles 
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TOURING MAY IN MUNICH 


I. 

High in the Rathaus 

the Glockenspiel is 

gaudily still. 

It lets red tulips, 

yellow pansies in concrete tubs 
have the light, the strollers, 
the night, knowing 

at eleven in the morning it 

will fill the Plaza. 


Z: 

While the carved procession 

stands bright painted and waiting 
-pages, kings, soldiers- 

we below, 

in tan raincoats and walking shoes, 
move around a street musician who plays 
guitar and a group of 

toughs flowered drunk. A girl 
cries, complains, cries through 
jags of black hair, 

her face white as dove embryo 
fossiled on asphalt. 


So young, so drunk, do we stop, help- 
Our leader says police 
will clear them out. 


Painted and wooden, 


I follow the rest to the 
Unterbahn. 
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CONTEMPORARY SCULPTURE 


Revolution rings out on the museum green: 
yellow steel beams angled at the sky 

catch fire from the sun 

and shoot volleys 

over pink apple blossoms lining the walks, 

over weathered English benches that tremble 

in their boxwood niches, 

over the golden eagle guarding its Federalist aerie 
and a visitor who hastens under 

its glistening wing. 


A militant matron marches in strident 
beat on brick to station wagon, | 
rallies and returns fire with slammed door. 
Tires screeching, she sends an alert 

down the serene street. 
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WINOS 


December night winds 
sweep the downtown 
of its scraping leaves, 


scatter them to 
cafes with 
hanging lights. 
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WHEN INK RUNS BACKWARDS 


Iam writing a poem about nothing 
but I can’t 

even here in the hospital 

trussed in traction 

so the ink runs backwards 

with no one to talk to 

no Trollope novel to roll off in 

even here I can’t because 

the Paul Robeson voice across the hall 
booming my wilted daisies | 
meshed with a woman’s quaver 

of Jesus Saves 

is something 
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CALENDARS AND DREAMS IN ONE FRAME 


We put down dates, 
set alarms 
to drive pegs, 


then 
flap in winds 
not our own. 


The egg, blown, broken, 
pear-shaped reality ravaged, we run 
like mice in crates, hitting corners, 


stand as flowered, 


empty pitchers 
that grin. 
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BLUE RIDGE PARKWAY 


for Lenore 


Even on a day like this, October 
won't lie flat, poking 

color through fog and 

closed car windows. 


I pull over for sudden 

wildflowers making a late statement 
and sprawl on wet ground to snap 
white filigree on brown leaves. 


But it’s this drop 

I like best, 

where the forest 
falls back, exposed- 


where it leans, 

lies and 

rots, 

repeating itself, tree 


after tree, 

writing 

whole chapters in 
odor and line. 
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HIDDEN FROM WIND 


the lagoon 
lies dark with quiet, 


holds silent oaks and 
pole pines. 


Until a fish 
dimples, 
bounces the black time. 
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BLACK LIMBS AND GREEN BIRTH 


1. AN APRIL STORM 


bends a maple’s 
black limbs, green birth 
in wet amens. 


2. BLUE RIDGE MAY 


I file this day when 
a breeze playing in 
pale jewel weed 

1S 

fact. 


3. CAROLINA JUNE 


Fawn’s breath 

makes a 

white petal statement in 
air soggy with summer. 


4. HEAT WAVE 
The setting sun drives 
pegs in cracked earth 


to hold a night tent 
of close air. 
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5. FIREWEED 


Flowers run wild color 
against September sky. 


Dried, they bloom sharp, 
feed a winter wind. 


6. THE WET OCTOBER DAY 


held its fire 
until sunset. 


7. WINTER TREES 
Black limbs 

fork and spear 

a January dawn. 


8. JANUARY’S LOW FLAME 


and low hum 
go on through 
February. 
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THE DAY PRINCESS GRACE DIED 


I leave television news 

tripping over my own life: have I 
done the important, big things, 
taken the great trip, 

the grand chance. 


Heavy with asking, I go to a night of ballet 
by a Chinese troupe and find 
answers. Peach silk ones. 
Leaden questions dissolve in grey lighted scrim 
framing the stage. 


Aqua fans make points against 

tilting song. Now a T’ang figurine paints 

a yellow and orange statement on black velvet. 
Now a Solitary dancer catches a petal tear 
fluttering from a cherry tree. 


And here a lotus hand turns one carved moment. 
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ROBERT BLY 


Playing the dulcimer, 
Norse man, your song 
swallows whales and 
walls. Cylcones spin off 
calms and hidden 
hallelujahs to 

blow oak doors 

wide open home. 
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DOORS 


I go back 
to my childhood Victorian home 
through a coral front door, 


through pleated plastic 

swinging now in the solid oak dining room. 
The den’s heavy sliding panels 

close to barn door red 

crossed with white paint; 

a dark living room pair is finished white and 
won't slide, painted shut - 

its laugh echoes painted over. 


I leave 
through rows of elms 
marked with red. 


At the street 

I look back 

at the large house on the hill, 

focus, 

and crop martyred doors from my picture. 
I need my young picture. 

And doors. 

Unretouched 

with crosses. 
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THE DEPRESSION 


In the kitchen 

Mother and Father talk in low voices 

In the den I stare at my blackboard — 
pick up the chalk 

make a 5 pointed star erase it write 

Jane Alice Anderson | 

and look at Mother’s desk with bills 

in neat cubbyholes 

Should I worry too or just go on as lam 
Jeanette comes in the front door calling me 
I break the piece of chalk in two 

give her half and run outside 

to play hopscotch 

make my mark 
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ONE FEBRUARY 1938 SHAWANO WISCONSIN NOON 


Here in snow and slush 

the sun thaws a smell of spring 
in this patch of brown earth 

a wild racing smell 

Maybe the Indian ponies 

the first time out of winter barns 
when they put their ears back flat 
pay no attention to reins and 

you have to get your head down fast 
to duck branches they just race 
maybe they smell it too 

the brown earth 

It’s only a patch of smell 


I walk through the snow 
back to school 
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HENRIETTA MARIA 


My mother painted April birches 
beside northern streams 

and hung them on her bedroom wall. 
Then, laughing sun colors of our canary 
singing in the music room, 

she let my colors 

run when I was young. 


But I swirled pale ivory into 
ladylike shapes that dried a chalk white 
still life, gilt framed. 


Listening out today’s window, 

I hear a bird | 

chunk chunk a dark cherry juice sound. 

It primes the pump, red juices rise, 
bringing childhood rivers. 

Running rapids, spraying rainbow, I laugh, 
canoe my day. | 
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PERSEPHONE IN A FRONT YARD 


Crouched, you aim lens at sky 
to snap our maple draped 
with early April for 

my poem about black limbs 


and green birth. You focus 
shreds of its lacé blown on 
brick walk, say they 

look like sperm. I gently 


nudge one with my shoe - 
stepping out of 

winter dark water to 

toe life. 
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AN EVA HESSE! 


Out of the basement I bring 
a recycled geranium from last fall, 
carved by the dank and cold 
to a minimal shape 
of grubworm white forms. 
A few stalks, bent, with warts, 
just standing, but standing. 
An Eva Hesse. 
An existential sculpture in a black pot 
standing up to patio sun 
and red blossoms and round green leaves 
shouting from new Italian planters. 
Like a woman pulled pale 
by winter and house 
folded into a striped chair and 
thrust in noon beach glare, 
left among bronze youths riding 
their muscles and boards in the surf. 
Cruel. Protect the weak. 
Maybe I should hide it behind the trash. 


My Eva Hesse is gone, 
stolen by sun and late May rain 
into a mere leggy geranium 
holding its own in the green. 
A woman’s frayed hair blows thick 
in salt air, 
as she kicks sea glass 
pouring from the sun’s vat. 


1. Sculptor (1936-70) 
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